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Professional Books of Interest
BY PAT GALLANT AND KATHY HIGHFIELD
Dear Readers,
Fall brings changes in educators' lives: new students, new colleagues, new policies, new assessments, and quite
recently ... new standards! Teachers in Michigan and across the country are downloading the Common Core State
Standards (www.corestandards.org) and delving in to learn about the changes they represent for their students
and their teaching. To support educators, we have reviewed two outstanding books by highly acclaimed experts
that can help us understand and begin implementing the Common Core in our classrooms.
And that is just the beginning! It has been at least 3 years since the MRJ included a Professional Books column.
With this issue, the regular column returns, and we are pleased to be co-editors.

Who are we?
I (Pat Gallant) was an MRJ Professional Books
column co-editor in 2003, and then co-editor of the
journal until 2008 with my University of MichiganFlint colleague Mary Jo Finney. I am a former
elementary school teacher, reading specialist, an MRA
past president (2009-2010), and, until very recently,
an associate professor of literacy education at UMFlint. I returned to my home state of Vermont to be
near family and now work as a research professor and
consultant for the Vermont Reads Institute at the
University of Vermont. I am pleased to stay connected
with Michigan educators through this column and to
work with my friend and colleague Kathy Highfield.

I (Kathy Highfield) am an elementary teacher at Rose
Pioneer Elementary School in the Holly Area Schools.
I have taught grades 2-6 and assisted teachers with
curriculum support. I am also an adjunct professor at
the University of Michigan-Flint, teaching master's
courses from time to time. I received my Ph.D. from
Oakland University in 2003 and have continued working to help schools
improve literacy
instruction and stu dent achievement.
I am very happy to
be working with my
friend and colleague
Pat Gallant.
We welcome your
e-mailed suggestions
of titles for future
reviews. (Note:
We will consider
titles published
within the last 2
years.) We aim to
review at least four
professional books or
digital resources for
each future issue of
the MRJ. Stay tuned!
Happy reading,
Pat and Kathy
patricia.gallant@uvm.edu
kathyhighfield@att.net

Gallant with granddaughter Anna
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Taberski, S. (2011). Comprehension from the ground up: Simplified, sensible instruction for the K-3
reading workshop. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 320 pp. ISBN-13: 978-0-325-00411-2 (Paperback);
$27.50.
Sharon Taberski barely mentions the word standards
in her most recent book, Comprehension from the
Ground Up: Simple, Sensible Instruction for the K-3
Reading Workshop. In fact, the Common Core State
Standards did not publicly exist as she wrote the book;
they went to press concurrently. Yet her book is an
excellent resource for K-3 teachers implementing the
Common Core.

knowledgeable, reflective decision-makers. For me,
Ah-ha! moments abounded. In fact, she helped me to
rethink the widely accepted foundational NCLB five
pillars of reading that I had been using as the framework for teaching literacy methods courses (phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension). She describes:

in the upper grades.

The topics of her book's first
five chapters align with these new pillars. They are
written to help us define our teaching and rethink

I remember when I first saw the five
With the introduction of the Common Core, this
listed. I almost fell off my chair. Imagextraordinary 28-year veteran teacher-author wonine a doctor reading a report from the
dered how the new standards would play out and
Surgeon General declaring the body's
where they would take us; she added a brief, yet
vital organs are: the brain, the heart, the
evocative commentary within her book's early pages.
collarbone, the kidneys, and the femur.
True to the philosophy she established in her prior
The five pillars of reading forgot the
publication On Solid Ground (2000), and cautious
lungs, so to speak-some of the essential
of lessons learned from NCLB, she emphasizes the
experiences and skills children need in
importance of knowing our students first: " ... we must
order to breathe as readers, including
never forget a basic tenant of teaching and learning:
oral language development, writing, and
background knowledge. (p. 4)
We need to start where the children are if we are to
have any hope of moving them farther along" (p. 20).
She then realigns and combines them with "missing
She then invites teachers to
elements" (p. 4) to create a
step back, take a breath, reflect
new structure in which the five
deeply about the teaching of
pillars are: 1) accurate fluent
reading and writing, and then
reading; 2) background knowlproceed with clarity and experedge; 3) oral language and
tise to use what we know works
vocabulary; 4) reading-writing
Simplified, Sensible
well.
connections; and 5) a repertoire
ln~trudion for the K-3
of strategies. They all support
The good news is that the
comprehension
because it is,
Common Core Stand Standards
"after
all,
all
about
comprehensend a similar, although less
sion" (p.18). Therefore, she
direct, message. While they
provides a model in which comarticulate student outcomes,
prehension is not equal to the
they do not tell us how we must
other pillars of reading. It is,
achieve them. Each teacher
instead, an overarching pediholds the responsibility to bring
ment,
supported atop the other
the standards to life for their
pillars.
Every pillar leads to
students. Throughout Compreunderstanding
what we read,
hension from the Ground Up,
and
plays
a
part
in children's
Taberski provides inspiration
comprehension
development,
and holistic tools to help K-3
with time to write, read and
teachers achieve success in littalk
as steps leading to the
eracy teaching, paving the path
pillars.
for further success for students
In the first chapter, Taberski guides us to define our
teaching, highlighting the importance of teachers as
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our use of time. The second five chapters provide the
detailed instructional practices that the author has
used to support these principles.
Probably the most thought-provoking new ideas for
me are about background knowledge. Ms. Taberski
believes that there is nothing more important to
comprehension than the knowledge students bring
to the text. While I have always realized background
knowledge was important, I now have a heightened
respect for it. I would change my teaching to include
many opportunities to build background knowledge
in daily teaching, through nonfiction read alouds,
shared, small group, and independent reading, as well
as writing; the Common Core's call for greater empha-

sis on reading and writing informational text clearly
aligns with this.
Throughout the book, Sharon Taberski addresses
teachers with respect and warmth as she shares sensible student-centered teaching ideas. She also urges
us to not simply accept and apply them, but to deliberately step back and think about our current practices.
Does what we do make sense for our students? She
warns that big changes don't happen overnight.
Trying out a few key things well and thoughtfully will
eventually add up to better teaching and learning.
Ah-ha! That is sensible! Thank you, Sharon Taberski!
-Pat Gallant

Calkins, L., Ehernworth, M., & Lehman, C. (2012). Pathways to the Common Core: Accelerating achievement. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 224 pp. ISBN-13:978-0-325-04355-5 (Paperback); $26.50.
The Common Core State Standards (CCSS). When you
everything negative about the educational system, the
ask educators if they have heard of the new standards,
standards, student achievement, and policy mandates.
the answer is, of course, "Yes." However, when you
Or, we can look at these standards as gold, and garner
ask educators, "What differevery possible benefit for our
ence will these new standards
students. They suggest the
make in the classroom?" you
second alternative, and in my
will get very different answers.
own classroom, I would also
Some will say that, like all
choose to find the glittering
educational reforms, there is
bits of gold to apply to my own
little hope that this new wave
instructional practices.
of reform will make any differAccelerating Achievement
These authors suggest a
ence at all, until other difficult
thoughtful, professional
issues are addressed. Some will
approach to the Common Core
say that these standards are
literacy standards. First, they
thoughtful and well-aligned,
give the reader an overview of
but transferring them to the
the literacy standards, emphapractical level of the classroom
sizing what the standards
will be a challenge. Some will
value. This emphasis on what
say that it depends on the
the standards actually say and
quality of professional developwhat they mean to us as teachment that districts deliver. As a
ers will be helpful in framing
classroom teacher, I have heard
conversations about instrucall of these responses from my
tion. Next, they systematically
colleagues.
work through all the reading
Lucy Calkins, Mary Ehrenstandards, beginning with
worth, and Christoper Lehman,
standards 1 (text complexity)
the authors of Pathways to the
and 10 (literal understanding).
Common Core, address these
These two standards are like
concerns and more in their
bookends, holding together the
book. They frame their look into the CCSS by thinking
instructional work with students in classrooms. Next,
about perspective. They suggest that, as educators, we
the authors move through each of the standards and
can look at these standards as curmudgeons, noticing
give clear examples of how these standards might look

Pathways to e
om mo Co re
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in the K-12 classroom. They provide clear guidelines
on determining text complexity, along with clear
steps that outline how to work through this difficult
conversation at professional development meetings
or within professional learning communities. There
is also a wealth of information and resources at the
Reading and Writing Project website (www.tcreadingandwritingproject.com) that have the potential to
help teachers reach students and attain high levels of
achievement.
Next, the book covers the writing standards in a
similar fashion. One of the strengths of the CCSS
is the equal emphasis on reading and writing. The
authors outline the types of writing valued in the
CCSS: instead of elements of genres, the emphasis is
on skilled writing in narrative, persuasive/opinion/
argument, and informational and functional/procedural writing. The authors walk educators through
each type of writing, accompanied by practical ways
to implement each type in the classroom. They
also explain the speaking, listening, and language
standards-what these standards do and do not
emphasize-and provide practical implications for the
classroom.
The most impressive part of this book is the deep
connection to research and practice supported by the
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Reading and Writing Project at Teachers College.
Throughout the chapters, Calkins and her colleagues
insert examples of assumptions made by the authors
of the CCSS and provide the research that supports
these assumptions. In their balanced approach, the
authors also highlight assumptions that the writers
of the standards made that are not supported by
research as well as why those conclusions were made.
This enables classroom teachers to make informed
decisions about how to implement the standards
within the context of the classroom, which is clearly
under the power of the classroom teacher. The standards emphasize what to teach, not how to teach it.
Allowing teachers to understand multiple sides of this
developing complex issue will allow for truly professional discussions and real changes in the classroom,
when teachers begin the challenging work that lies
ahead of them.
I know this will be an invaluable tool for me as I move
my own instruction to align with the Common Core
State Standards. Thank you, Lucy, Mary, and Christopher for tackling this difficult, yet very important
topic in such a user-friendly way. It will be a helpful
tool for teachers, staff developers, and principals
alike.
-Kathy Highfield

Reference:
Taberski, S. (2000). On solid ground: Strategies
for teaching reading K-3. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.
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